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Eduard Shevardnadze - A Prophet Without Honor In His Own Land 

Introduction 

Although many pundits had pre&cted the Soviet Umon’s eventual demise, when 

Eduard ~hevardnadze was appomted foreign numster m July 1985 few observers recogmzed 

how soon the end would come, or how sw~fily fundamental change in the Sovret Umon’s foreign 

pohcy wpuld be accomphshed Shevardnadze’s early understanding of tis country’s problems 

and his &ion for solvmg them helped sh& the focus of Soviet foreign pohcy from an obsession 

with mlhtary strength and the balance of power toward securing the natron’s security through an 

end to &Met lsolatlon and reform of rts mternal poltrcal and economic processes Over hme, 

the natlo$s contmumg economic declme, Shevardnadze’s ldealrsm, and the perception that he 

received little m return for concessions made to the West, ahenated the nation’s poht~cal elite 

and proeably contzxbuted to both his and M&had Gorbachev’s departure from power There can 

be httle doubt, however, that Shevardnadze’s stewardshIp of Soviet foreign pohcy durmg the 

perrod of translhon was a major reason for the relatively peaceful demise of the Soviet 

totahta$msm, or that the ideas he championed w-111 remam a part of the pohtical debate in 

Russia fbr the foreseeable future 

Right Time, Right Place, Right Man 

It can be argued that much of Eduard Shevardnadze’s success m transformmg Soviet 

foreign pohcy IS atibutable to three factors. First, he came to the Job with httle or no foreqn 
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policy expertence Unbound by participatron m the formulation of previous foreign pohcms he 

was m an excellent position to reexamme basic assumpttons about the Soviet Umon’s national 

interests i Second, he mstituted his reforms at a tnne when a deterioratmg economxc base made 

some form of change mevrtable It is likely the Soviet Umon’s unsustamable econormc sttuatton 

both shaped Shevardnadze’s assumptions about the nation’s mterests, and forced the conservatrve 

elements of the pohtmal elite to give him more room for maneuver than they rmght have if the 

status quo could have been more easily sustained Finally, Shevardnadze was not alone 

Although he and Gorbachev did not always agree, it seems clear that neither could have 
I 

accomplrshed as much without the support of the other. 

Realist’s Perception, Idealist’s Prescription 

~ Although clearly an idealist by the end of his temue, a case can be made that when 

Shevardnadze first became Foreign Mimster many of hts assumpttons about how the world 

worked reflected the realism of hts predecessors A Rand Corporation study prepared m July 

1990 for the Under Secretary for Defense polmy notes that “Shevardnadze’s early 

pronouncements on mternational issues were by no means concihatory, and gave no hmt of the 

strongly anti-nnhtary posture he was to adopt m mid-198s “I Concern about the Strategm 

Defense Imtiative (SDI), as well as other mu-actable nrnants m the U S - Soviet relationship, led 

mually to a decision to focus diplomatic efforts on Europe and other countnes m an attempt to 

1 John Van Oucenaren, The RoLe of Snevardnadze and <he 
Mrnlstry of Z'orelgn Affairs In the Xaklng of Soviet Defense and 
Arms Control Pol~~cy, (A study prepared for the Under Secrerary of 
Defense for Policy by the Rand Corporation, JuI.y ,990.) 9. 
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“end run?’ the problems facing SoMet-American relations - a classzc balance of power 

response:* Shevardnadze’s early support for Qsarmament, both nuclear and conventional, IS 

also mo(t cre&bly explained as a recogmtlon that the Soviet Umon could no longer afford the 

arms race or compete technologrcally vvlth the SDI, makmg mutual Qsarmament the only way to 

mamtam an equlhbnum 

At some pomt poor to mid-1988 it appears that Shevardnadze’s perception of the 

threats f$cmg his nation began to change. The Rand Corporation study for the Defense 

Department suggests that a May 1986 speech by Gorbachev to the Mnnstry of Foreign Man-s 

(MFA) day have been one turmng pomt In fus speech Gorbachev spoke of a world 

characterized by growmg mterdependence, called for a more flexible Soviet Diplomacy, nnphed 

cflticlsrn of the mlhtary, and most Importantly, debunked the belief that the Soviet Umon could 

be as strqng as any coahtlon of states opposmg It 3 The extent to whch thts speech mfluenced 

Sheva&iadze’s thmkmg IS unclear, but it set the stage for Shevardnadze’s later efforts at MFA 

reform, ind laid the foundation for mtroducmgperestrczrka ‘s “new thmkmg” to the mlmstry 

How much of tis “new thmkmg” Shevardnadze brought vvlth hnn to hts Job, and how much the 

realization that the Soviet Umon’s means no longer matched its ObJectIves affected lus thmkmg 

IS probal)ly unknowable What IS clear &om the record IS that by mid-1988 Shevardnadze was 

champomng a markedly &fferent Soviet foreign pohcy Set out below are Its major tenets 

l The world IS mcreasmgly mterdependent International problems are better 

addressed through pohtlcal mteraaon than reliance on nulltary power 

2 Eduarc Snevardnacze, "he Future BeLonGs zo Freecorn, (Wew 
Yore<: The Free Zress, 1991: 83. 
3 Oudenaren, Rand Corporation Study 11. 
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l Demrhtarrzatton is essentml 

0 Total mthtary superiorrty agamst any possrble coal&on of foes IS 

unattamable 

0 The htgh-cost of usmg nuclear weapons has made the threat of the use of 

I 
force a less effective policy for nuclear powers 

0 The m&ary should, however, retam reasonably sufticrent mihtary power to 

defend the nation 

l The natron’s external strength, mcluding its mthtary strength, IS dependent on the 

strength and development of tts economy and technology 

0, Foreign pohcy can only be effectrve If rt reflects the values of the nation 

Democratrzation of the natron is a prereqursrte to effectrve par&patron m an 

interdependent world 

The Soviet Umon’s n-ad&on of rsolatron and its faltermg economy provided both a 

constraint on Shevardnadze’s freedom of action, and an opportunity for change Not only Qd 

the weakemng economtc outlook create a chmate for change, rt helped pressure the natron’s 

pohtrcal ‘elite to support, or at least not openly oppose, mutual drsarmament The changes m 

both external and mternal pohctes engendered byperestrozka and glasnost captured the West’s 

zmagmatron, creatmg pressure on western leaders to support Gorbachev and Shevardnadze’s 

hberalixatton w-rth concessrons of then own Gorbachev’s extraordmary popularrty m western 

Europe also provrded Shevardnadze an opportumty, whrch he dzd not fully capitahze on, to play 

Europe off agamst the Umted States (Admrttedly such a strategy probably carrred more rusks 

than benefits m the long run ) On the other hand, managmg any endeavor m a permd of 
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dechmng economic strength and shrmkmg pohtrcal expectattons is always constraimng Not 

only were resoumes lmnted, the true depth of the Soviet Umon’s economic problems eventually 

became known to the West makmg US concessions more Qfficult to secure. The more 

Shevardnadze opened his country to the West, the more he exposed the weakness of hrs 

bargaimng posrtion - this was Just one of several paradoxes Shevardnadze faced 

Shevardnadze’s prescnption for securmg ms natton’s future was classically ideahst He 

rejected the notron that the security of the nation was determmed largely by external forces, and 

for the first time mghhghted the importance of domestic pohcies Carolme Ekedahl and Melvin 

Goodman in their soon to be published work on Shevardnadze ident@ his four fundamental 

objectives ” . restormg the tmtrative and responsibrhty of the people, _ revttalmng and 

restructurmg the saggmg economy (perestrozku), creatmg a nonthreatemng mternatlonal 

environment that would not dram resources, and dermlitarizmg and deideologizing pohcy “4 

Some have suggested that Shevardnadze was gust an “actrvist” with no strategic game 

plan for implementmg hts vision I share Ekedahl and Goodman’s reJectton of this notion 5 It is 

unhkely be radmal change 111 Soviet (Russian) foreign pohcy achieved by Shevardnadze could 

have been accomplished by mere L& hoc activism An exammatron of the htstoncal record 

supports ,the contentton that Shevardnadze had both a strategic vision, and a reasonably coherent 

“game plan” for achrevmg his ObJectives The chart below demonstrates how Shevardnadze’s 

major policy imtiattves all worked to support the four fundamental objectives identrfied above 

by Eked@ and Goodman 

4 CarbIyn M. Ekedahl and Melvin A. Goodman, The Xars of Eduard 
Shevacdnadze, Chapter 2 {State College, PA: Penn State 3niverslty 
Press, forthcoming June Z-996) 11. 
5 Ecedahl ant Goodman, The 'nears of Shevardnadze 9. 
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support kor 
democratrzatron 

reform of MFA 

Qsarmament 

wtthdrawal from 
Afghamstan 

support for 
perestrozh and 
Plusnost 

~~~1 and !qport for 
economrc relatronshtp democratrzation 

chsannainent drsarmament 

withdrawal from wrthdrawal from 
i4fghanlStan Af~Stan 

support for Desert support for Desert 
storm storm 

closer politrcal and support for German support for German 
economrc relatzonshrp reumficatron and reumfication and 
mth the West more mdependence more mdependence 

for eastern Europe for eastern Europe 

support for support for 
democratrzatton Idemocrattzatron 

reform of MFA reform of MFA 

~~~ and r;Lr-;; and 
economic relation&p economic relatronshq 

Success Abroad Not Translated Into Prosperity At Home 

Whether Shevardnadze’s foreign pohcy IS consrdered a success depends largely on an 

observer’s perspecttve The conservatrve pohtxal elite of Russia view Shevardnadze’s tenure as 

a trme of capnulatron to the West m return for little in terms of tangrble benefits Considered 

ObJectively, but out of context, there is no denymg that the Sovret Union was weaker, less 

mfluentral, and m many ways less secure when Shevardnadze left office than when he had 
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arrived In the West, however, Shevardnadze IS credited with endmg Soviet lsolatron, helping 

to create, the condlfions necessary for eventual economrc rebirth, and generally makmg the world 

a safer place by remmg m the Soviet mrhtary and sharply reducing the Qstrust and suspicion that 

had been the hallmark of superpower relations for nearly half a century 

Regardless of how one vtews Shevardnadze’s record, it IS probably more mstructrve to 

consider the butlt-m hmitations on the success contamed in his strategy, and how these led 

mevnably to hts loss of credibihty vvlth the nation’s pohtmal elite Earlier I identified three 

factors important to Shevardnadze’s success. a fresh perspective, economic condltlons that 

mandated change; and the support of Gorbachev The first two factors persisted, but m 

December of 1990 when tt became clear hts vision no longer enjoyed Gorbachev’s full support 

Shevardnadze resigned In retrospect, erosron of support for Shevardnadze’s vision may have 

been inevitable This was, in part, because of another of the paradoxes Shevardnadze had to 

confront 

The central pillar of Shevardnadze’s vtsron was that a natron’s security rested not on its 

ability to project m&ary power, but on its mternal strength and ability to compete m an 

mterdependent world To reach zlts objectives he supported, among other policies, 

democratrzatton, restoration of pnvate rmtiattve, more freedom of expression, and strategrc 

retreat When eastern Europe and other Soviet chent states emboldened by Shevardnadze’s 

policies sought to break away from the Soviet orbit Shevardnadze faced his most difficult 

challenge If he was to be consistent m his message he could not oppose their efforts Hrs policy 

of what Ekedahl and Goodman call “strategic retreat from the ‘imperial overstretch’ of the 
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Brezhnev era” was also an important precondition to economm revival at home 6 Unfortunately, 

the web m whmh the Soviet Umon had captured its satelhte states included economic and trade, 

as well as m&ary, strands The paradox Shevardnadze faced was that he had to withdraw from 

eastern Europe to conserve resources for the domestrc economy, but m domg so he destroyed the 

bulk of the Soviet Union’s external economc relatronshqx. 

This leads to what Shevardnadze admtts to have been his and Gorbachev% malor 

mistake In mtervlews m both Time7 and Fortune* magazmes Shevardnadze pointed to delay m 

implememmg econonnc and market reforms as a crrtxal error Had Gorbachev and 

Shevardnadze begun economic reform at home sooner tt might have been possible to manage a 

m&ary~pohtrcal retreat from eastern Europe whtle maintammg the bulk of the tradmg 

relauonsmp When the Warsaw Pact began to crtmxble, however, the Soviet Umon’s economy 

was m such a depressed state that it had nothmg to offer When Shevardnadze’s mtenuonal 

strategic pretreat became a rout the nation’s domestic strength was still m sharp dechne, and 

western economic assistance strll an rllusory promise Because of the delay m tmplementmg 

economrc reforms, the domestic renewal whtch Shevardnadze’s polrcies were supposed to 

support was nowhere m sight. Under these conditions a nattonalrst backlash was probably 

mevltable It should also come as no surprtse that as astute a pohttcnm as Gorbachev sought to 

distance hrmself from Shevardnadze m the face of growing discontent Despite continued 

mternational support, Shevardnadze’s effectrveness ended when he could no longer convmce a 

sufficient portion of his domestic constituency that his efforts would in fact increase the nation’s 

' Ekedahl and Goodman, The Nars oz' Shevardnadze 2. 
7 "Thk Dark Forces are Growing Stronger," Time, October 5, 1992: 
65. 
3 "Shevardnadze Speaks Out," Fortune, :date unknown:. 
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security Like the btbhcal vrstonarres before hm, Shevardnadze became a prophet without 

honor m’hrs own land He became, m the view of the army and KGB, the most hated figure m 

the land - “the man who sold the empire ‘19 

Lessons for the Knited States 

Shevardnadze was correct to identify domestic strength as the key to national security 

Despite ms problems and eventual resignation, he deserves a great deal of credtt for the r&Cal 

change m Soviet @ussmn) foreign pohcy that he helped engmeer As long as he worked m 

tandem wrth Gorbachev’s efforts at domeshc liberalization and revitahzation he was successful- 

As foreign policy reform began to move ahead of domesttc policy reform the ground work for 

Shevardnadze’s eventual departure was laid There are important lessons for US planners to 

draw from Shevardnadze’s problems. Despite the Umted State’s stable polrtical system, strong 

economi’c base, and open society, our foreign pohcy is seldom effective when we per-nut it to 

lead domestic pohcy Failure to bmld a domeshc consensus doomed our foreign pohcy m 

Vmtnam and Somalia, and may eventually undermme our efforts m Bosma The most dangerous 

situations we face, however, is the national debt It 1s already forcmg difficult foreign pohcy 

choices, and if left unchecked has the potential eventually to force the U S mto choices 

analogous to those faced by Shevardnadze when he first took office. We too must avoid the 

error of allowing domestic econonnc reform to take a back seat to foreign pohcy conslderatrons 

* Simon Sebaq Montefiore, "Eduard Shevardnadze," The New York 
Times !Magazine, December 26, 1993: 18. 


